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RELIGION, VIOLENCE AND RELIGIOUS EDUCATION
by John M. Hull

Summary

The contributions of several disciplines toward understanding the relation between religion and violence will be discussed and some educational implications will be suggested. Nevertheless, it will be argued. The link between religion and violence can only be broken when the self-understanding of each faith is capable of continual relativisation. The implications for this religious self-understanding will be outlined with reference to Islam and Christian faith.

Introduction

The contribution which religious education might make to peace cannot be discussed without recognising the fact that religion itself is deeply involved in violence (Appleby, 2000; Ellis, 1997; Gorringe, 1996; Juergensmeyer, 2000; Lefebure, 2000). The number of terrorist organisations with a specifically religious orientation has increased steadily over the past couple of decades (Juergensmeyer, p.6).  Religion is associated either as a principal element or as an associated factor in a majority of the armed conflicts being fought today. Although events such as the attack upon the World Trade Center in September 2001 and the wars against Afghanistan and Iraq have focused the attention of the media on the role of Islam, the fact is that religious violence can appear in any of the great world religions. We may mention the several Sikh terrorist groups in the Punjab, Hindu extremist political parties in India, the Jewish anti-terrorist groups in Israel, and the right-wing Christian movements in the United States. Even Buddhism has produced the violent sect which released a deadly gas into the Tokyo underground in 1995 (Juergensmeyer, pp. 102-116).

It is clear that the predictions of the 1960s about growing secularisation have not been realised; on the contrary, since about 1970 there has been a world-wide resurgence of religion, including the activity of religion in public life (Armstron, 2000; Kepel, 1994). This has included violence in the carrying out of religious/political objectives. The theory and practice of religious education with both children and adults must take account of these developments. Many studies have attempted to find common threads running across the violence of world religions. I will outline a number of theories about the relation between religion and violence, commenting upon the educational response in each case. Rather than taking case studies of particular acts of religious violence, I will deal with the theories from the point of view of the various disciplines within the social and religious sciences: phenomenology, evolutionary biology, anthropology, psychology, cultural studies and finally theology.  

Phenomenology of Religion and the Roots of Violence

In his influential book The Idea of the Holy (1959), originally published in  German 1917, Rudolph Otto distinguished two aspects of the human experience of the sacred: the fascinating aspect of what Otto called the numinous and, on the other hand, the overwhelming, awe inspiring aspect. In the presence of the holy, people feel irresistibly drawn toward the beauty of holiness while at the same time there is a sense of dread, of treading upon holy ground, of approaching the infinite. This distinction emphasises the essential ambiguity of religious experience (Appleby, 2000, pp. 28-30). It is both beautiful and terrible. The beauty arouses desire and the terrible inspires fear. These two aspects of the divine appear in the sacred literature of many religions: the Bible and the Qur’an regard God as infinite in mercy, never ending in compassion, always ready to forgive, yet One who is like a consuming fire, before whom one stands as in the presence of the authority of final judgement.  In the experience of the mystic there is at once the sense of the gracious presence, and also the infinitely other, who dwells in unapproachable light, or who makes a home in thick darkness.

Such descriptions immediately lead us into an understanding of the emotions of the true believer. When God commands, God must be obeyed, even if it means that the ethical must be suspended. The demand of the Creator is beyond good and evil. The laws of God are beyond discussion, beyond reason. Because they are founded upon the absolute difference between the creature and the Creator, the laws of God cannot be qualified or evaded. This leads to what has been called ‘terror in the mind of God’ (Juergensmeyer, 2000). We shall return to this feature of religion when we come to discuss the theological contribution to our problem.

In turning to the educational implications of the phenomenology of the sacred, I do not wish to give the impression that there is an obvious or easy educational approach which could alleviate the stark character of the sacred, or that even with young children teachers ought to dissolve the ambiguity of god into an easy familiarity. On the contrary, too much of our presentation of religion lacks a full and courageous confrontation with extremity. Let us not allow the majesty of the divine to become the comforting presence of a non-threatening niceness. In practice this means that both sides of Otto’s phenomenology should be presented. This could be done through a module on religious experience, in which encounters with the divine can be shown in both aspects (Hull, 2002); Moses takes off his sandals. Paul is thrown off his horse and blinded. The night sky speaks of the divine not only in that it fills us with a sense of wonder and awe, but in that it drives us with a shudder back from its eternal silence into the comfort of our living rooms.

Evolutionary Psychology and the Origins of Religious Aggression

Evolutionary psychology has been described as the new science of the mind (Buss, 1999). It has been created as a new discipline in recent decades through a combination of ethology (the study of the adaptation of living creatures to their environment), prehistory (our increasing knowledge of the hundreds of thousands of years of hunter/gatherer society before agriculture and city life emerged) and brain research. The brain can now be understood as the product of millions of years of evolution, and traces of the situations to which thousands of generations have adapted may still be found in the brain (Stevens and Price, 2001, pp. 3-10).  

For example, there are approximately 4000 species of mammals but aggressive male gangs appear in only two. In these, there is strong male bonding leading to the formation of marauding groups bent upon attacking and if possible killing members of rival male gangs. The two species are human beings and chimpanzees. There is considerable aggression, mostly male, in many species but only in chimpanzees and men have these closely knit, organised bands been found. They are usually led by a powerful, dominating individual (Buss,1999, pp. 278-279). In most bisexual species males are in competition with each other for females, forming hierarchies of male groups, each in conflict. Male bonding, in other words, may be interpreted as an adaptation to intense competition (Badcock, 2000, pp. 165-166). If we stay together, we might finish up with something but if each of us fights alone we will all be killed. 

To the phenomenon of male aggression must be added the new interpretation of religious origins offered by evolutionary psychology. The hunting/gathering group of people probably consisted of no more than about 40 individuals, 8 to 10 males, 15 to 20 females and the rest children. As the group grew larger, a point would be reached when it was no longer viable within the resources of the tribal territory. It would have become necessary to gather food further and further from the home base and the hunters would be away for days, exposing the women and children to danger. A crisis might have arisen when the group numbered about 100. The group would then divide, about one third or half of the members attaching themselves to a new leader and moving off to settle a new area. The role of the leader in such tribal splitting would almost certainly be religious – the leader would be a prophet, a shaman, someone imaginative enough to conceive of a new life, a new horizon, and with the personal magnetism to inspire others to the point where they were prepared to abandon their homes and break away. No doubt sometimes this was accompanied by violence, but at other times it may have been peaceful (Stevens and Price, 2001, pp. 147-149). 

If religion served this adaptive function in early human societies, enabling survival through the formation of new groups, it is not surprising to find religion still doing this today. Religion binds people together, gives people courage to resist, leads people on long marches, over land treks, to found new societies based on new mythologies. Religion may have been born in conflict and separation, the counterparts of bonding and solidarity. If I am in solidarity with you, then we are distinct from them. The distinction between us and them, those for us and those against us, the true god and the false, the faithful and the infidels – such distinctions are typical features of religion.

An educational response would suggest that we should teach more from an anthropological perspective (Nipkow, 2003, pp. 129-142). Prehistory is not finished yet. The fact that in England and Wales religious education has come to consist almost entirely of studies of the modern religions has driven the study of primal religion from the curriculum, and our students are no longer able to understand religion developmentally, symbolically or topically (Hull, 1995a). The role of the vision, ritual, pilgrimage and evangelism is insufficiently understood unless such activities and beliefs are seen to be founded upon features of elementary religion (Nipkow, 2003, pp. 85-98) We should help our pupils understand that the roots of religion go very deep into human life, and meet basic human needs. This need not diminish the stature of religion in the eyes of students nor on the other hand will it necessarily make religion more attractive. But it will impart a deeper understanding of religion and it will certainly make the study of religion more interesting.

Anthropological and Sociological Perspectives on Religious Violence

We shall now consider René Girard, probably the most influential scholar writing on religious violence in recent years. Girard is an anthropologist but uses primal materials to throw light on contemporary social problems, and he is also a brilliant interpreter of mythology and sacred literature. Girard distinguishes between biological desire and socially stimulated desire. Human desire is not satisfied when basic biological needs for food, reproduction, shelter and security are met. There is a kind of desire, perhaps not unique to humans, a non-biological, purely general desire, which is stimulated and shaped by imitation. We desire what we see others desire, and if we admire other people, our desire for what they want is all the sharper (Girard, 2001, pp. 19-31; Hammerton-Kelly, 1992, pp. 92-94). Thus we model ourselves upon an admired person, shaping our longings by what the model desires. Many a man has found his wife more attractive when he finds out that another man desires her, and the pleasure of winning a prize is diminished if it is realised that yours was the only entry. The model quickly becomes the rival, because he or she stands in the way of our possessing what we both want. Desire for the object then turns into resentment against the one who has it already (Hammerton-Kelly, 1992, pp. 19-24).   

In a society of symbolic merchandising, where there is so much to desire and so many people who have many desirable things, intense competition is stimulated. This is whipped up by advertising and by the spectacle of consumption. We want the fun that we see others having, and often the reason we want it is no more than that others have it. We compare ourselves with others and want what they have. Competition spreads out like waves across society, driven by envy (Hull, 2001). Finally, this will lead to violence. Girard uses the symbol Satan to describe this social process (Girard, 2001, pp. 182-183). At this point, something happens. The violence is turned away from society itself toward a group or an individual who becomes a scapegoat. This will be a group or person who already stands out in some way, already weaker, marginalised, and all the disappointment and frustration of society is discharged upon the scapegoat, who is expelled or killed. Social tension is released; the boil has burst. People are at peace again, temporarily united in the satisfaction of having expelled the source of the evil in their midst. However, the cycle will soon begin again. 

Girard believes that the sacred literature of the world reveals these features of competition, violence and scapegoating (Girard, 2001, pp. 61-70). The Christian faith, however, is an exception; in other religions the mechanisms of scapegoating are invisible and therefore exercise an uncontrollable fascination, in the story of the crucifixion of Jesus, the mechanism is revealed (Girard, 2001, pp. 103-120). Instead of the scapegoat being regarded as evil, the documents emphasise the innocence of the victim. In the New Testament Pilate and Herod become friends when the death sentence has been passed upon Jesus. The cycle of envy and violence is broken when we identify with the innocent victim and not with the competitive society. As Christians die with Jesus Christ, a reversal of values takes place (Hammerton-Kelly, 1992, pp. 68-71). When enough people realise the way the mechanism works and are delivered from its power by identification with the victim, there will be no more victims. The need for violence, and the religious character of violence, will have vanished (Hammerton-Kelly, 1992, pp. 180-182).  

The educational implications of Girard’s approach are suggestive. His work stimulates our study of the role of money in our culture and the function of symbolic commodities in shaping the dreams and desires of our children (Hull, 1999). We are reminded that education of the emotions, especially the emotions of desire, is important in religious education. Girard offers new perspectives on the significance of the death of Jesus, enabling us to escape from the slogan “Christ died for our sins”, an idea that is often not explained, or only explained in terms no longer meaningful. The result is that the notion becomes sentimental and merely repetitive, but the insights of Girard may help young people to realise that in a contemporary sense the scapegoat is always suffering for the sins of society. Girard also throws light upon much religious mythology although his negative attitude toward other religions seems exaggerated and opportunistic (Lefebure, 2000, pp. 29-30).

The Psychology of Religious Violence
Much conflict between human beings and societies can be understood as a clash of identities, precipitated by a challenge to identity, or a defence against a weakened, confused, or broken identity. Religion is a powerful source of identity, and this can give rise to conflict. The writings of Ruhullah Khomeini (1902-1989) offer insights into the self-understanding of a great religion when it has lost its identity, or is perceived to have been humiliated and fragmented by secular and alien forces (Khomeini). There is a vivid moment in his thought when Khomeini grapples with the saying of Jesus, who he reveres and admires, about the possibility of non resistance to violence.  “This idea of turning the other cheek has been wrongly attributed to Jesus (peace be upon him).  It is those barbaric imperialists that have attributed it to him. Jesus was a prophet, and no prophet can be so illogical.” (Khomeini, 1985, p. 219). “Is it possible that such a person could utter such apathetic, cowardly words?” (Khomeini, 1985, p. 225). Such teaching, Khomeini concludes, has made Christians passive towards their capitalistic governments. Religions can become violent when their political identity becomes strong as well as when it has become disintegrated. The history of violent conversion and forced baptism of the European church in the medieval and colonial periods illustrates this, and lends weight to Khomeini’s charge that Christians have betrayed and corrupted the teaching of Jesus.

Erikson distinguished between the identity of totality and the identity of wholism (Erikson, 1968, pp. 80-81), and we may compare these types of identity with exclusive and inclusive types of religion. There is a kind of religious identity that feeds upon dichotomy, the saved and the lost, the elect and the damned, the true and the false, the revealed and the natural, the heavenly and the earthly. The narcissistic psychology of Heinz Kohut (1971) has shown how a weak self-image can be bolstered through identification with an all-powerful divinity. Believers know that although they are unworthy, they are chosen by God. This knowledge brings about a transformation of identity, but when this is expressed in terms of us and them, religious experience begins to take sectarian forms. If a religious group feels itself to be under threat, the source of the danger may be demonised, which is one aspect of delirious perception (Gabel, 1975, pp. 14-15).

It seems likely that the shock to the American identity caused by 9/11 and the subsequent sense of vulnerability led to a kind of delirious perception of enemies, whether real or imaginary, such that evidence was selected, mis-interpreted and even perceived in documents where it would not otherwise have been noticed. Delirious perception supported by the piety of religious fervour was a contributory factor in the otherwise inexplicable execution of a war against a country which had not invaded the United States, had not threatened to do so, and whose potential to do so was unclear. Delirious perception may also account for at least part of the sense of oppression and outrage felt throughout the Islamic world at the domination of a Godless secular culture (Kepel, 2002). These aspects of identity do not imply that the United States was not vulnerable, nor that parts of the Islamic world did not have real grounds for complaint, but the religious character of a dichotomised world view does become delirious in times of conflict, and leads to a spiral of violence. The other is no longer perceived as human but as a devil. In the Iraq war, both Mr Bush and Sadaam Hussein invoked the name of God, and described the opponent as evil and even demonic.

When negative images of the religion of others are used to bolster the threatened identity of religious individuals or groups, we may say that religion has become Religionism (Hull, 1998). Erikson combined his psychological insight with his understanding of ethology when he spoke of pseudo-speciation (Erikson, 1968, pp. 41-42). Under threat, the tribe closes around its symbolic centres of identity and power, becoming a kind of species within its species. People from other cultures and tribes are treated as if they actually belong to a different species: not even having our nature, not sharing the same kind of minds or souls as us. One can see this operating politically in situations of racist oppression, but the sense of religious mission on the part of the pseudo-species, those who are called out from the wicked mass, is often associated with a feeling of racial purity, giving racism a religious quality which makes it far more dangerous. 

Religious education can make a contribution to understanding and perhaps restraining the occurrence of exclusive forms of religious identity, leading to greater toleration (Appleby, 2000, pp.72-78). In order to do this with success, a new kind of anti-religionistic religious education should be created, comparable to the anti-racist and anti-sexist kinds of education. In this respect we should examine the structures of an educational system and its curriculum. It is sometimes said that children should be educated in single faith rather than in multi-faith groups. The single-faith group is said to protect and nourish identity whilst the child is young, and to offer a secure basis from which dialogue with others can be conducted later. On the other hand, it may be that religious identity is strengthened in multi-faith classrooms. Children may become more aware of their family tradition when they are taught alongside children from different backgrounds. No one doubts that religious communities are entitled to worship and to study together, and the parental right to bring one’s children up in the family tradition is seldom challenged. However, when home, school and religious community offer a single context for the development of spirituality, one wonders whether there is enough possibility for a guided meeting with others.

Similar questions may be asked about the curriculum. Should religions be taught as enclosed systems, or should they be studied thematically, with more flexible boundaries? Should not children become familiar with more than one system of religion and value? The new emphasis upon teaching through the life-world of the child seems to possess clear advantages (Heimbrock Schielke and Schreiner, 2001). Life-world pedagogy contributes to citizenship education (Jackson, 2003) and tends to develop a critical faithfulness to one’s own religious tradition, if any, combined with respect and even affection for others.

Cultural Theories of Religious Conflict

One interpretation of religious violence is that it breaks out under the influence of postmodernism, when cultural relativism seems to threaten the integrity of religion (Armstrong, 2000). It is useful at this point to remember the distinction made in the history of religion between primal religion, which is non-competitive, the world religions of the axial period (approximately 1000 BCE – 1000 CE), which are highly competitive towards each other, and the post-axial religious period, when religions exist side by side, creating both unprecedented hostility and remarkable new forms of co-operation. It is suggested that the break-up of traditional ways of life, and the difficulty of achieving confident possession of the truth is contributing to a kind of identity mania (Meyer, 2001). This finds expression in the emergence of fundamentalist interpretations of religion, which claim to be the pure, residual kernel of faith, from which the majority of believers has departed. 

The need for strong, uncontroversial guidance in a complex, baffling world draws people into these fundamentalist enclosures. The borders around these groups become very sharp, and although fundamentalist religions may collaborate briefly against what they see as the decadence and indifference of secularity, they must ultimately come into conflict with each other since their mode of relation to each other is that of conversion not dialogue. The cultural conflict theory of Samuel Huntington (1996) argues that the nationalist politics of the nineteenth century, and the ideological politics of the twentieth have been succeeded by the identity politics of the present day. The world is divided into six or seven cultural regions, in most of which religion occupies a central, defining role. The most significant of these is the distinction between the Christian west and Islam. This conflict has taken the place of the earlier competition between capitalism and communism. An irreconcilable gulf, according to Huntington, has opened up between Christian and Islamic cultures.

The school can do a great deal to prepare children for cultural variety, and religious education has an important part to play. Many schools have established links with schools in various cultural regions of the world. This helps schools to present a global curriculum and not merely a national one. Older students can become familiar with cultural theories, but the approach of Huntington, which sees religious conflict as inevitable can best be overcome by the common sense of human friendship. When you have experienced the honesty and loyalty of people from different religious cultures, it becomes more difficult to believe that conflict is inevitable, and the superficiality of Huntington’s approach becomes evident. The variety within each religion is just as striking as the differences between them (Meyer, 2001) and civilisations, like schools, become creative through sharing.

Theology and Religious Violence

Religious fanaticism, which may under certain conditions lead to violence, is a complex of psychological, sociological and other factors. Attempts to prevent the appearance of fanaticism or to help religious people to emerge from fanaticism tend to be ineffective. A principal reason for this lies in the religious believer’s perception that nothing outside religion itself can sit in judgement over it. Thus the believer will not allow the social sciences to critique faith, and even reason itself is no match for the immediacy of the divine authority. In other words, the nature of unqualified commitment and the absolute character of the religious truth protect the believer from educational intervention, which may be regarded as coming from secular, humanist, or even godless sources. The techniques of Religious Studies and the methods of multi-religious education are no exception.
When they were told not to preach about Jesus, Peter and John replied that they must obey God rather than human authorities (Acts 4.19). This affirmation not only secures individual conscience, but also limits the power of the state, which can so easily assume divine authority over its citizens. As an example of this from more recent times, we might consider the interview Ruhulluh Khomeini  gave Hamid Algar  on December 29th 1978 Khomeini attributed the  Iranian revolution to  the traditional resistance of the Shi’ites towards political authority, whereas, he suggests, in the Sunni tradition there has usually been a tendency to submit to authority. (Khomeini, 1985, p. 327). For people like Khomeini, the absolute quality of religious loyalty relativises all other claims. That is the liberating benefit of transcendence, but what is to protect individuals and cultures from the absolute claims of religion itself? The history of religious conflict in our generation makes this question urgent. Who is to relativise the relativisers? To criticise the ultimate critic? From what source of ultimate value is the absolute value to be evaluated? (Khomeini, 1985, p. 326-327).

These questions bring us to the heart of the problem of religion and terror. Is obedience to my religion such that I can be commanded to do anything in the name, and for the sake of my religion? Is the survival of religion more important than the survival of people? And if the authority of religion is to be harnessed, reigned in by some other source of authority, will not religion lose its numinous quality, its transcendence? What can be more transcendent than the transcendent itself? If any attempt were made to relativise religion from outside religion, from secular or humanist points of view, religious believers might feel compelled to reject it. Although the social sciences and psychology may contribute to emancipation from fanaticism, their role is likely to be supplementary rather than fundamental. The reason for this lies in the fact that the religious believer may  not acknowledge the legitimacy of any point of view outside religion as a source of critique over religion.  Let God be God! Even reason itself is subordinate to the divine revelation, and fanatical belief fastens upon a select aspect of faith, relativising everything else in the faith to the supreme demand of a particular item within it.

The problem of religious fanaticism is thus essentially theological. This is understood in at least some of the literature where it is recommended that believers should be educated concerning the teachings of their own tradition on peace. It is frequently pointed out that the major religions all teach peace. However, it seems unlikely that selecting this apparently relevant content will succeed in diverting the fanatical mind from its purpose, for under certain conditions the peaceful purpose of religion may be suspended in the interests of the survival of the faith itself. A more radical theological approach is necessary.

Only theology itself can speak to this situation, for theology deals with the nature of faith from the inside.  Nothing can judge faith but faith itself. Only faith can relativise faith. Most major religions possess internal criteria for self-transcendence.  If the religious believer can realise the implications of continual self-relativisation, absolute allegiance is itself relativised. A faith which is relativised is less likely to become fanatical while at the same time unqualified loyalty to faith is preserved. Faith makes an absolute claim upon the believer, and the absolute character of this cannot be challenged. The believer will describe any such process as compromising or diluting the faith. It is therefore within absoluteness itself that we must find the way forward.  But how can this be done?  

Relative Absoluteness and Absolute Relativity

In religious faith the absolute can only be qualified by itself. Absoluteness when qualified by its own character becomes relative to itself.  Religion responds to the transcendent, and only the transcendent can transcend itself. This principle of continual self-relativisation takes distinct forms within each religious tradition. Various religious systems may present different concepts of their inner relationship towards absoluteness, and may construe differently their position with respect to politics and power. Within Christian faith , the character of this self-surpassing faith has been developed in different ways by two leading philosophical theologians of the later middle twentieth century: Paul Tillich (1886-1965) and Charles Hartshorne (1897-2000). 

Charles Hartshorne

“God is the not conceivably surpassible being” (Hartshorne, 1967, p. 17). Hartshorne argues that the concept of God as being unsurpassable means that while God cannot be surpassed by anything else, God can surpass God. God is the self-surpassing surpasser of all” (Hartshorne, 1948, p. 20). For example, God’s knowledge expands as the increasing novelty in the universe means that there is always more to know, and God’s mercy abounds more and more as more and more people become objects of divine mercy. God is not static being but dynamic becoming. As the value in the world increases, God, as the one who encompasses all value, continually includes it, and so is always surpassing God.

Paul Tillich

Tillich regards the central principle of Protestantism as consisting of continual self-criticism in the light of continual reinterpretation of scripture. Indeed, he suggests, this is a characteristic of truth itself. “It [truth] stands critically over against every realization, as is clearly understood by genuine Protestantism” (Tillich,1957, p. 14). The Protestant view of the church, for example, regards it as constantly standing under the judgement of the coming Kingdom of God, whereas in absolute views of the historical church, the Church itself partakes in the divine authority and is thus less available for criticism and less open to the truly new (Tillich, pp. 35-36). This principle of “self-transcending truth) becomes a critical protest against all absolute claims. “The Protestant principle … contains the divine and human protest against any absolute claim made for a relative reality, even if this claim is made by a Protestant church” (p. 163). This leads Tillich to expand his thought into a philosophical distinction between the Unconditioned and human finitude. We never fully grasp the truth which has grasped us because the finite cannot fully comprehend the infinite (p. 163). Unless this principle is applied, religions themselves and ideologies become “objects of belief and fanaticism” (p. 170).
Implications for Faithful Spirituality

These principles lead us to the view that whatever the contemporary interpretation of the Bible might be, or whatever our understanding of the divine will might be, it is always subject to continual revision. The fanatical mind believes that it has absolute possession of the divine but when faith is better understood it is seen that faith is called to continual self-criticism.  This has two results: the fanatical narrowing upon a particular thought is prevented by the knowledge that that point may not be as ultimate as one thinks, and the confidence of extremism is humbled by the thought that God is greater. The hand of Abraham stretched out to slay his son was arrested. No present attainment or conception or policy of religion can be given absolute priority over the mission of the religion itself. Nothing from the outside commands religion, and yet actual religion is continually relativised by its own inner principle and its ultimate goal. God is unsurpassable; unsurpassable that is by anything except God. Only the transcendent can transcend itself. Religion must continually relativise itself by surpassing itself. This approach can be articulated in several ways. 

The Instrumentality of Religion

Religions must be regarded as instrumental, not in the sense that religion is to be utilised by art, culture or by the nation-state but in the name of the ultimate mission of all religion: life itself. Religions point to life, they direct human beings toward more abundant life; they represent the most highly developed systems and techniques for the spirituality that is the fullness of life. Just as an approach to spiritual development understands it as taking place through a series of self-transcending stages, so religion, one of the principal agents of human development, also advances by means of a series of self-surpassing modes.

 
The realisation of this may pass through three stages, and we can illustrate these by reference to three stages of an attitude towards a knife. First, it is believed that the nature of the knife is to be sharp. In the second stage, it is understood that the knife is sharpened in order that it may cut. In the third stage, it is seen that the nature or the mission of the knife is not lost in the process of its cutting but fulfilled. In other words, at first one may think that religion is absolute. It is for itself. This necessarily means ones own religion, ones own interpretation or experience of faith. Indeed, it is typical of religious experience to come home to one with an infinite otherness, creating a sense of absolute dependence. Nevertheless, religious experience does not exist for its own sake. When that happens, religious experience is fanaticised and faith itself becomes an idol (Babić, 2002).

In the second stage of religious insight, it is realised that religion is for something; religion has its own intrinsic destiny and vocation. The human is not for religion, but religion is for the human and ultimately for the divine. The two sides of this expression highlight the ambiguity of religion with which this paper began. Moreover, in suggesting this approach, I am aware that it must come under the same principle. This means that I cannot present this as a final solution but only as an intermediate approach which must be subjected to continual revision. In the third stage, one realises that one becomes true to ones religion by being false to it. Religion that continually surpasses itself is more faithful to itself than religion that always looks to its past achievements and its present situation.

Religion and the Believing Community

Here is another way of describing this situation. Muslims often speak as if Islam belongs to Muslims. The welfare of Muslims is identified with the mission of Islam. Christians often do the same sort of thing. People in church describe themselves as the people of God, and the church itself is often described by Christians as being the household of God. Christians often speak as if there was some particular advantage in being Christian, as if the Christian tradition was to serve the interests, prosperity, security and future happiness of Christians.

When people in a religion think like this, the religion is tribalised. When the interests of a religion are identified with the interests of the community that practises the religion, the result is religious communalism, religious tribalisation, and religious pseudo-speciation. The truth is that we, as a community, do not possess a religion. It is not the religion of our community, because we ourselves are more than members of our communities. The religion has us, and when religion takes possession of us, we are not called to serve the interests of religion only, but to share in the mission of religion. So in the first way of describing this situation, people are not for religion in the sense that narrow and exclusive religion does not have the right to claim absolute authority.  In the second way of speaking of it, religion does not belong to people, in the sense that the religious community has no special command over the religion, which is greater than the community that bears its name.

Religious Borders, Uniqueness and Syncretism

In this third way of describing the situation, I shall speak in more explicitly Christian terms. When Jesus said that anyone who does the will of God is his brother, sister and mother (Mark 3:35), he was surely speaking like a Muslim, just as when Abraham believed God and it was counted to him for righteousness (Gal. 3:6), he was surely acting like a Christian. For if Christ died for all, then all are dead (2 Cor. 5:14). All have died, and in that common death there is neither Jew nor Christian, Muslim nor humanist, but a new humanity (Gal. 3:28). In these ways, Christian faith points beyond itself. This is not to suggest that one day a common religion will emerge. There are no hard and fast borders between religions, but I do not anticipate syncretism either. On the contrary, as each religion is faithful to its vocation, the distinctive features of each may appear with greater clarity. Clarity and distinctiveness does not mean rivalry and competition. From a Christian point of view, all things are ours, whether life or death, things present or to come (1 Cor. 3:22), whether plurality or post-modernity, all things are ours, and we are to live in and through them by the power of the Spirit, transforming them and disciplining them and ourselves toward the mission of God for life. This is not to say that “ours” means “ours as Christians” but rather “ours as human”. Not only are all things ours, but we are Christ’s, and Christ’s is God’s (1 Cor. 3:23), and when the end comes, Christ will yield up the kingdom to God, and God shall be all in all (1 Cor. 15:28). So Christian faith continually transcends itself.

These passages, indicating the subordination of the Son to the Father, are significant for this argument, and we could add “the Father is greater than I am” (John 14:28) and many others. The paradox of absoluteness and relativity in this conception of Christ is also to be found in the doctrine of the Holy Trinity. Jesus Christ is subordinate to God his father, and yet within the Trinity, God the Son is co-equal and co-eternal with God the Father and the Holy Spirit. As Son, he is both equal and not equal, and as a religion, Christian faith in Christ is both absolute and yet relative. The doctrine of the Holy Trinity may be thought of as the church’s way of relativising Jesus, who cannot now become an idol, for God is also Father and Son and Spirit. Moreover, the Trinity itself cannot become an idol, or perhaps we should rather say that our understanding of the Trinity cannot become an idol, for the Trinity is a future Trinity, one that was, and is, and is to come (Hull, 1995b).

A similar logic of self-transcendence is probably to be found in all sophisticated religions.  In Islam, for example, the affirmation that God is great may suggest that God is greater than our thoughts of God, or our obedience to God as we presently understand it. Similarly the concept of the oneness of God, which is central in Islam, may indicate some such process. The realisation of the divine unity is always ongoing and never complete. Moreover, the very nature of the Qur’an demands a process of continual interpretation. “The Qur’an is not a book that someone can interpret comprehensively and exhaustively, for its sciences are unique and ultimately beyond our understanding.” (Khomeini, 1985, p. 365). Therefore, one can only offer “a possibility, not a certainty.” (Khomeini, 1985, p. 366). This is the basis of the idea of the many veils that cover the Qur’an, each one leading to a deeper truth, and “God has seventy thousand veils of light and of darkness.” “Veils of light are no less veils for being composed of light but we have not even emerged from the veils of darkness” (p. 396). Even the central idea of Islam, the unity of God, may become a veil.
 
A religious faith which does not possess or cannot develop a concept of self-transcendence whereby it relativises itself in the name of its own mission is bound to become a veil or a fetish. Then the particularity of a given religion becomes absolute, and the way is opened up for fanaticism and terror. If we can teach our children this understanding of faith, whether we are Christian, Muslim or some other, we will prepare our children not only for loyalty to their own traditions, but for contributing to the peace and welfare of humanity. But if not, if we are tempted to teach absolute and unchanging faith, the full implications of which we think we realise, then faith will become a fetish, and education will no longer be an instrument of peace.
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